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Summary 

This report discusses federal policy, programs, and issues related to high school 
graduation, completion, and dropouts. The discussion covers the provisions enacted 
in federal law that govern the definition, calculation, and reporting requirements of 
these critical high school outcomes. (Note: this report does not address the issue of 
academic achievement among high school graduates.) The report then looks at 
historical data as well as the most recent indicators of these outcomes. That analysis 
is followed by a description of the federal programs designed to help youth who have 
dropped out, or who are at risk of dropping out, in completing high school or an 
equivalency certificate program. Finally, the report discusses issues that may arise 
as Congress considers reauthorizing the laws that pertain to this topic. 

The United States has made great strides in secondary school participation 
during the last century. Yet more than one-quarter of first-year high school students 
do not receive their diploma in four years. By age 24, more than one in 10 still do 
not have a high school degree or its equivalent. During the 2003-2004 school year 
alone, nearly 5% of students dropped out of high school. In addition, dropout rates 
vary significantly by race/ethnicity and immigration status, with very high rates 
among Hispanics and new immigrants. 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the No Child Left 
Behind Act, authorizes several dropout prevention programs and contains the main 
federal requirements that stipulate how graduation, completion, and dropout rates are 
to be calculated and reported. Additional dropout prevention programs are authorized 
in the Higher Education Act and the Workforce Investment Act. These programs 
may be categorized as having: ( 1 ) the primary purpose of helping students complete 
high school, (2) multiple purposes, at least one of which is targeted toward dropout 
recovery or dropout prevention, or (3) broad purposes not explicitly encompassing 
dropouts but whose funds may be used at local discretion to help students complete 
high school. 

Each of these acts is likely to be considered for reauthorization in the 1 10 th 
Congress. Several issues may be debated as Congress considers reauthorizing some, 
and perhaps all, of the federal programs and provisions pertaining to high school 
graduation, completion, and dropouts. These issues include program coordination, 
targeting, and effectiveness; the quality and reporting of data required to assess high 
school outcomes; whether the federal effort should focus on “at-risk” students or 
“out-of-school” youth; and whether recently enacted testing and accountability 
requirements have the perverse effect of increasing high school dropout rates. 
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Introduction 

The United States has made great strides in secondary school participation 
during the last century. Yet more than one-quarter of first-year high school students 
do not receive their diploma in four years. By age 24, more than one in 10 still do 
not have a high school degree or its equivalent. During the 2003-2004 school year 
alone, nearly 5% of students dropped out of high school. In addition, rates of 
graduation, completion, and dropping out vary significantly by race/ethnicity and 
immigration status with very high rates among Hispanics and new immigrants. 1 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by 
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLBA, P.L. 107-110), contains several 
provisions pertaining to the issue of high school graduation, completion, and 
dropping out. The law authorizes several programs and activities intended to prevent 
students from dropping out or to encourage non-completers to reenter school or 
enroll in a high school equivalency program. The law also contains requirements for 
state and local education agencies that stipulate how graduation, completion, and 
dropout rates are to be calculated and to whom they must be reported. 

Two of the three federal programs whose purpose is primarily intended to 
prevent students from dropping out of high school are authorized in ESEA, Title I, 
Parts D and H. Both Part D, the Neglected and Delinquent program (N&D), and Part 
H, the Dropout Prevention Program (DPP) have dropout prevention as their primary 
purpose. The third federal program with dropout prevention as its primary purpose 
is the Migrant High School Equivalency Program, authorized in Title IV, Part A of 
the Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA), as amended by the Higher Education 
Amendments of 1998 (P.L. 105-244). 

The federal government supports additional programs that have dropout 
prevention as one of several purposes. These include some of the Trio programs and 
the GEAR UP program (authorized in Title IV of the HEA) as well as several 
programs authorized in the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (P.L. 105-220). 2 



1 This report distinguishes between graduation, those who finish high school with a regular 
diploma, and completion, those who obtain a high school credential either through 
graduation or completion of a high school equivalency program. 

2 For additional information on the Trio and GEAR UP programs, see CRS Report RL3 1 622, 
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